Creating a Website for a Family Literacy Program

Background

In 2002, the family literacy program in which I worked came to an end.  During the next year I was involved in putting together a new program – a collaboration among three family literacy programs in the community.  In the fall of 2002, the Cornelius Family Literacy Collaborative received an Even Start grant and began serving fifty families.

Having previously worked in an Even Start program, I knew the importance of staying in touch with our community partners. I also knew how hard it is for people unfamiliar with the Even Start model to grasp its structure - to see the big picture and how the four components (Early Childhood Education, Parent Education, PACT (Parent and Child Together), and Adult Education are integrated to provide a comprehensive approach to family literacy. Since we were forming a new program in the community, it occurred to me that a website might be a good way to achieve several goals at once: introduce us, inform and educate the public about family literacy, and give voice to our participants’ experiences.

Process:  Determine audience and purpose

I decided that before I could think about designing a website, I needed to determine who the audience would be.  What did I hope the website would do?

I came up with several goals:

· Families in the program (adults and children) would have a place to publish their ideas, opinions, and experiences.

· Families would gain experience with technology.

· Grant partners would stay informed about what was going on in the programs.

· Potential community partners would learn about family literacy and in particular about our collaborative.  Photos of real people with real experiences say more than data in a report can ever express.

Getting Started:  Find out who can help you

I shared these ideas with the three coordinators of the Collaborative, and everyone agreed it would be a good thing to do.  

My next step was to contact our State Even Start director and make sure it was OK to put up a website for our individual program.  She was very encouraging, and said that if I needed technical help there was someone who could help me.  That was an important boost for me, since I had no experience designing websites.  The previous year I had signed up for a class at my community college, not realizing that the focus was on learning how to write the computer code in order to build a website from scratch. I found it very interesting and even fun, but I knew I didn’t have time to do it that way.  Then I learned that there are software programs that make the task quite manageable. 

The next question was: Who would be the host for the website? I was planning to post the website with my personal service provider, who at that time offered web hosting free of charge.  However, they started charging a fee, so that was not an option for me.  Fortunately, the person helping me with technical support said she could also provide a place to post it. That was a great help.  If this is not an option for you, perhaps one of your grant partners would host the site for you.

Process:  What will it look like?

Now I was ready to think about a design.  I like to draw a “map” when I need to see the big picture.  This is how I pictured our website: (arrows indicate hyperlinks)
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I felt this would be a good start and other pages could be added later.  I expect the site to evolve over time, so this initial plan may become something else in the future.

I shared my ideas with the coordinators and asked each one to write up the information they wanted for their program’s page.

Process:  Do the work

I decided to use FrontPage as my software because it’s user friendly and compatible with most web browsers.  I have found it easy to work with, but when I do have problems it is really great to have someone who can answer my questions.

At present, I have finished most of the pages and sent the files to be posted on the web. Since it’s still a draft, the web address has not been made public.  Once I have received feedback from program staff and made the necessary changes, it will be posted for the public.

Next Step:

I will be working on the pages for the parents and children.  I am excited to think that some of the lessons we have developed here might make it to our website in the coming year.

Challenges:

It can take a long time for people to send you their information and to give you their feedback.  Be prepared to be patient.

Finding graphics for family literacy themes was sometimes difficult. I spent a lot of time looking for good pictures.  One site that was helpful (if you can keep from drowning in the popup ads): http://www.clipsahoy.com/index2.html
I recently discovered a site that helps people design websites: http://eduscapes.com/sessions/brick/index.htm  

I would encourage everyone to work on a website for your program. The software available makes it very manageable, and the possibilities are endless.
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